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THE SONG OF SONGS
One of the first English translators called it “The 
Ballad of Ballads.” More typically, however, we 
have called it “The Song of Solomon” or, to stress 
that it is the greatest love poem, “The Sublime 
Song of Solomon,” “The Canticle of Canticles,” 
“The Song of Songs.”
But what indeed is it? And what is it doing among 
the Books of Wisdom in the Bible? Is it simply a 
pagan cultic text that somehow wandered in by 
mistake and, with some uneasiness, has been al­
lowed to stay? A satire on a besotted and aging 
Solomon among his many wives? An idyll of man 
and woman returning to the liberation of Eden? A 
mystical celebration of God’s love for his people?
The book has clearly had a long and troubled his­
tory of interpretation, more extensive, perhaps, 
than anything else in Biblical literature. It should 
at least be pointed out here that its numerous inter­
pretations have usually followed two basic direc­
tions. The first explains the poem literally, as a 
celebration of courtship and marriage, of human
love and sexuality created by a God who “saw that 
it was good.” From that basic premise, literal in­
terpreters, especially after Moses Mendelsohn (d. 
1786), go on to concern themselves with the liter­
ary genre of the work as a wedding song, a courtly 
drama, a pastoral dialogue, or a cultic rite.
A second line of interpreters, at times uncomfort­
able with the frank sensuality of the poem, as­
sumes that the writer must have had an allegorical 
purpose or, at least, that its setting in the Bible sug­
gests that it should be allegorized. So since the 
time of Rabbi Akiba (d. 135 AD), the poem has 
been treated as a parable of God’s love for his 
Chosen People or, particularly after Origen (d. 254 
AD), as a celebration of Christ’s love for the 
Church or the Godhead for the Virgin Mary. The 
great spiritual writers in the Christian tradition— 
most particularly Bernard, John of the Cross, 
Theresa—found it easy and appropriate to extend 
the application further to the ecstatic union of the 
soul and God in mystical prayer. And down 
through the centuries, the poets and dramatists of 
many nations have mined the original text and 
these poetic applications for their own work.
Among other elements, the loose structure of the 
work itself has permitted such flexible applications. 
There is direct discourse throughout the eight chap­
ters of the work but the speakers are not separately 
identified, the addressees, only rarely. Thus the 
fourth part seems to be spoken until the last verse or 
two by the bridegroom/lover:
How beautiful you are, my love, 
how very beautiful!
Your eyes are doves 
behind your veil.
Your hair is like a flock of goats, 
moving down the slopes of Gilead.
Your teeth are like a flock of shorn ewes 
that have come up from the washing,
all of which bear twins,
and not one among them is bereaved.
Your lips are like a crimson thread, 
and your mouth is lovely.
Your cheeks are like halves of a pomegranate 
behind your veil.
Your neck is like the tower of David, 
built in courses;
on it hang a thousand bucklers,
all of them shields of warriors.
Your two breasts are like two fawns, 
twins of a gazelle, 
that feed among the lilies.
Until the day breathes 
and the shadows flee,
I will hasten to the mountain of myrrh 
and the hill of frankincense.
You are altogether beautiful, my love;
there is no flaw in you.
Come with me from Lebanon, my bride;
come with me from Lebanon.
Depart from the peak of Amana, 
from the peak of Senir and Hermon, 
from the dens of lions,
from the mountains of leopards.
You have ravished my heart, my sister, my 
bride,
you have ravished my heart with a glance of 
your eyes,
with one jewel of your necklace.
How sweet is your love, my sister, my bride! 
how much better is your love than wine, 
and the fragrance of your oils than any
spice!
Your lips distill nectar, my bride; 
honey and milk are under your tongue; 
and scent of your garments is like the scent 
of Lebanon.
A garden locked is my sister, my bride, 
a garden locked, a fountain sealed.
Your channel is an orchard of pomegranates 
with all choicest fruits, 
henna with nard,
nard and saffron, calamus and cinnamon, 
with all trees of frankincense, 
myrrh and aloes, 
with all chief spices—
a garden fountain, a well of living water, 
and flowing streams from Lebanon.
Awake, O north wind, 
and come, O south wind!
Blow upon my garden 
that its fragrance may be wafted abroad.
Let my beloved come to his garden, 
and eat its choicest fruits.
(New Revised Standard Version, 1989)
But others of the eight sections have more frequent 
changes among the speakers, as in the first section 
in another translation, which inserts labels for the 
presumed speakers:
Bride
May he smother me with kisses.
Your love is more fragrant than wine, 
fragrant is the scent of your anointing oils, 
and your name is like those oils poured out; 
that is why maidens love you.
Take me with you, let us make haste; 
bring me into your chamber, O king. 
Companions
Let us rejoice and be glad for you; 
let us praise your lover more than wine, 
your caresses more than rare wine 
Bride
Daughters of Jerusalem, I am dark and 
lovely, like the tents of Kedar 
or the tent curtains of Shalmah.
Do not look down on me; dark of hue I 
may be
because I was scorched by the sun, 
when my mother’s sons were displeased 
with me
and sent to watch over the vineyards; 
but my own vineyard I did not watch over! 
Tell me, my true love,
Where you mind your flocks, 
where you rest them at noon, 
that I may not be left picking lice 
as I sit among your companions’ herds. 
Bridegroom
If you do not know,
0  fairest of women,
go, follow the tracks of the sheep 
and graze your young goats by the shep­
herd’s huts
1 would compare you, my dearest, 
to a chariot-horse of Pharaoh.
Your checks are lovely between plaited 
tresses
your neck with its jewelled chains. 
Companions
We shall make you braided plaits of gold 
set with beads of silver,
Bride
While the king reclines on his couch, 
my spikenard gives forth its scent.
My beloved is for me a sachet of myrrh 
lying between my breasts; 
my beloved is for me a spray of henna blossom 
from the vineyards of En-gedi.
Bridegroom
How beautiful you are, my dearest, 
ah, how beautiful, 
your eyes are like doves!
Bride
How beautiful you are, my love, 
and how handsome!
Bridegroom
Our couch is shaded with branches; 
the beams of our house are of cedar, 
our rafters are all of pine.
(Revised English Bible, 1989)
Scholars who interpret the work as dramatic divide 
it into five or six acts, and later plays and cantatas 
based on it have followed such arrangements. 
Those who think of it as a small anthology of love 
lyrics divide it into as many as twenty-nine parts.
A fragmentary narrative is usually inferred, as, for 
example, an Israeli king wooing an Egyptian prin­
cess or a girl of his own people whose heart, how­
ever, is set on a shepherd of her own district. But 
in all speculation, as one commentator remarks, 
the secret of the poem remains a lock without a 
key.
In the nineteenth century, with the rise of the pri­
vate presses, the Song of Solomon became the 
most popular of the separate books of the Bible be­
ing published. For biblical illustrators, the book 
provided both a release from the specific require­
ments of detailed narrative scenes and the opportu­
nity to treat the draped and undraped human figure 
more freely. The illustrated editions presented 
here from La Salle’s collection, one of the most 
extensive in the country, run the gamut from the
Pre-Raphaelite pieties of Burne-Jones, through the 
earthy realism of Eric Gill, to the recent abstraction 
of Ronald King. The Song has also had use in 
other literary works—from the comic adaptation of 
some lines by Chaucer in his “Miller’s Tale” and 
“Merchant’s Tale” to more extensive thematic use 
in Toni Morrison’s Song o f Solomon (1977).
But what, we may ask, has the Song o f Songs and 
its images to offer the man and woman of our own 
age. I would suggest, among other possibilities,
+ the realization, as with the opening chap­
ters of Genesis, that human love is one of 
the great gifts of the Creator, a tangible 
sign, when it is real, of His own nature;
+ an insight into the depth and power of 
human love and, in the repeated admoni­
tion of the Beloved to the Daughters of Je­
rusalem, its necessary discipline: “Do not 
arouse, do not stir up love before its own 
time“;
+ a step in understanding, in a Christian 
view, the sacramental nature and the inde­
pendent role of the partners in wedded love 
and the mystery of the love of the Creator 
for His creatures;
+ in the final view, a lesson about the fi­
delity of a love stronger than death, an idea 
quite foreign to the playboy-and-girl ethos 
of our modem paganism and our increasing 
rate of divorce, but a lesson still worth 
learning.
But if there is anything of human or divine wisdom 
to be learned, those revelations can come only as 
the poetry and art of the text unfold. And for that 
possibility, the present exhibits offer, we think, a 
beautiful opportunity.
Case I
The Latin Bible (1519) and English Bible (1549) 
here came late in a long succession of the original 
Hebrew and, later, Greek and Latin versions. They 
also reflect the later stages of allegorical interpreta­
tions, beginning with Origen (c. 185-254 AD), that 
depict God’s love for humanity, the Church, or the 
Virgin. They also present a text divided among 
several speakers as in a small drama. The modem 
private press book uses one of the earliest English 
translations, that of John Wycliffe, from an Oxford 
manuscript of 1380.
The English Bible of 1549 is thought to have later 
notations in the hand of Francis Bacon, the great 
English essayist. But the Bible also has a strange 
dissonance between the lyrical love of its “Ballad 
of Ballads” (or, as it spells it, the “Ballet of Bal­
lets”) and a later printed note in the Epistle of Pe­
ter, 3: any husband whose wife is not “obedient 
and helpful” should endeavor “ to beat the fear of 
God into her.” Needless to say, the edition has 
come to be known as the Wife-beater’s Bible.
The small book of the modem Tem Press here uses 
perhaps the earliest English translation of the Song, 
that of John Wycliffe, from an Oxford manuscript 
of 1380. The language, like Chaucer’s, is full- 
bodied and energetic. More polished but less 
lively is a set of poetic periphrases by Francis 
Quarles (1542-1644), better know for his Emblems 
(1635).
1. Biblia Sacra,
Lyon: Jacques Sacon for Anton Koberger, 
Nurenberg, 1518
2. Cantica Canticorum
Of John Wycliffe, From Bodleian MS 183- 
1380 AD
Market Drayton: Tem Press, 1991,43/110
3. The Bible, That is to say all the
Holy Scripture...
London: John Daye...and William 
Seres, 1549
4. Sions Sonnets
Sung by Solomon the King and Periphras’d
by Fra. Quarles
London; Printed by W. Stanby for Thomas 
Dewe, and are to bee sold at his shoppe in 
Saint Dun Stanes church-yard. 1625 
First edition
Case II
The 17th and 18th centuries were not notable for 
finely printed editions of the Song o f Songs. How­
ever, in the 19th century, in England especially, 
there was renewed interest in the Biblical poem 
and the beginnings of more appropriate art and 
print design for it.
In England’s early Victorian period, this would 
likely involve the style of medieval manuscripts, 
with Gothic type and borders of illuminated flow­
ers. Thus, the work of Owen Jones in 1849 and in 
the ‘90s, the more restrained work of R. H. Russell 
in New York with dream-like illustrations by Ed­
ward Burne-Jones.
Bume-Jones was part of a larger Arts and Crafts 
Movement, as was William Morris who in 1890
launched his Kelmscott Press, to provide some es­
cape from the mass production of books by me­
chanical means—and with an eye mainly for profit. 
In this and other private presses that followed, edi­
tions were limited, the goal was the unity and har­
mony of the final product for which, typically, 
hand made paper, specially designed type, decora­
tions and illustrations were used.
Such was the efforts of Elbert Hubbard’s Roycroft 
Printing Shop in East Aurora, New York; of Fell’s 
production for the London Firm of Chapman and 
Hill, or of the Philadelphia artist Wharton Esherick 
for the Centaur Press in his hometown.
1. The Song o f Songs
Illuminations by Owen Jones 
London: Loncoraw and Co., 1849
2. Song o f Solomon
Woodcuts by Wharton Esherick 
Philadelphia: Centaur Press, 1927
3. The Song o f Songs
Plates by Edward Burne-Jones 
New York: R. H. Russell, 1902
4. Song o f Solomon
Plates by H. Granville Fell 
London: Chapman and Hall, 1897
5. Ecclesiastes, or, the Preacher, and the
Song o f Songs
Designed by Charles Ricketts
London: Ballantyne, for the Vale Press, 1902
6. The Song o f Songs Which is Solomon’s
Design by Elbert Hubbard
East Aurora: The Roycroft Printing Shop, 1896
Case III
The 20th century saw a burgeoning of private presses 
in England, America, and the European continent.
Print artists were important figures in these produc­
tions, and, in the Bible field, perhaps none more im­
portant than Eric Gill (1882 -  1940). His Song o f 
Songs (1925) with the Golden Cockerel Press is nota­
ble, but his Four Gospels (1931) with the same press, 
is a masterpiece. He did, however, contribute a set of 
shaded and elegant prints of a Song printed in several
languages at the Cranach Press in Weimar, Ger­
many in 1936. The Golden Cockerel printed a sec­
ond Song o f Songs in 1936, with prints by Lettice 
Sanford.
These productions were matched in the United 
States with Songs from the long-lived Book Club 
of California and the somewhat more commercial 
Heritage Club. Among European presses, the Ber­
lin edition of Hans Stein (1923) with illustrations 
by Rafaelo Busini is strong.
1. Song o f Songs
Called by many the Canticle o f Canticles 
Woodcuts by Eric Gill 
Waltham St. Lawrence: The Golden Cock­
erel Press, 1925
2. Song o f Songs, (Hebrew)
Lithographs by Rafallo Busini 
Berlin: A. Rugel, 1923
3. The Song o f Solomon (German)
Wood engravings by Eric Gill
Weimar: Granach Press, 1931 
(Facsimile)
4. The Song o f Songs
Decoration by Harold Von Schmidt
San Francisco: Book Club of California, 1922
5. The Song o f Songs
Engravings by Lettice Sandford 
Waltham St. Lawrence: The Golden 
Cockerel Press, 1936
6. The Song o f Songs Which is Solomon’s
Illustrations and Illuminations by 
Valenti Angelo
New York: Heritage Club, 1935
Case IV
The second half of the 20th century shows a growth of 
private presses in this country and Europe, after some 
decline in the preceding decades. In general, their 
books now became more novel and experimental in 
their styles. At the same time, while there were
fewer, Biblical texts were still being published. 
Among them, the Song o f Songs was a likely 
choice.
In this Case, there are just two of these produc­
tions. The first is English, illustrated by Susan 
Allix, who does delicate engravings reminiscent of 
French Post-impressionists. The book was com­
pleted by her own handcrafted leather binding, 
with decorative inlays.
The second volume is illustrated forcefully by 
Leonard Baskin, an American artist of many tal­
ents and enormous output in sculpture, watercol- 
ors, prints, and book arts. (See his portrait-plaque 
in bronze of St. La Salle, to the right of the first 
display case here.)
1. The Song o f Solomon
Etchings and Aquatints by Susan Allix 
London: Willow Press, 1977
2. The Five Scrolls
Illustrated and Designed by Leonard Baskin 
New York: CCAR Press, 1984/5744
20th Century Gallery Hall
The Song o f Solomon
Illustrated with silkscreen prints by Ronald King, 
Guildford, Surrey: Circle Press Publication, 1968
Canticum Canticorum
Illustrated with lithographs by Gerhart Kraaz 
Frankfort: Ars Libri Verlag, 1962
